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Abstract 
Education in the Middle East has been effective and important during the ages and the civilizations in the region have shaped 
both economic and social life around the region. But later Middle East education systems have entered the twenty century with 
problems and political differences. And these political differences, colonialism, missionaries and ethnics conflicts have colored 
their education systems. There are variations between countries in the Middle East States. Although enrolment has increased, the 
region as a whole still behind other regions compared to the world standards. This study examines schooling and education in 
Middle East by focusing on their school enrolment rates, gender parity in schooling, literacy, and out of schooling rates. we use 
the term middle east countries to refer, Saudi Arabia, united Arab Emirates, Lebanon, Kuwait, Oman, Palestine , Qatar, Syria, 
Iraq, Jordan, Yemen and Israel. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
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1. Education in the middle east 
To understand education in a region, it is necessary to view the nature of the states, their politic and economic 
history, and how international economic and politic forces influence the governance, financing, working and school 
systems. After the arrival of  steamship travel in the 1840s,muslims across southeast Asia strengthened their ties to 
centers of learning in the middle east for senior religious students, this meant that the educational pilgrimage that 
had begun in a small boarding school in rural Sumatra. Java or south Sulawesi might culminate with study at a 
mosque school in Mecca medina, or Cairo. Still today, some religious students complete their educational careers 
with study in the Middle East. (Azra, Afrianty and Hefner, 2007:175) the civilizations in the region have effected 
economic and social life around the region during centuries.At the beginning of nineteen century and twenty century 
most Middle East countries are of the colony of European countries and participation rates to education of people 
were restricted with elite class. After colonization process, governments have oriented to educate their people. 
(Civlez, 2010:1) 
There are variations between countries in the Middle East States. Whereas enrolment has increased over the last 
decade, the region as a whole still lags behind other regions in terms of distance from the world standards. 
Nowadays region face to a lot of problems which includes from interrupting university education to increasing 
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illiteracy, enrolment and raising rate of out of schooling in basic education.(EFA monitoring report.2008:1) and after 
the terrorist attack of September 11, 2001, the western public has become aware of many things of which, before 
that date, it was blissfully ignorant. This event affected the students of Middle East countries and their going abroad 
as well. In Britain more than 35.000 Muslims were stopped and searched in 2003, with fewer than 50 charged. (Cole 
and Virdee, 2007:59)Poverty and ethnic conflict are the other problems in the region. In the rural areas of some 
countries and Yemen, out of school rates are high because of poverty. If you want to know how well a child will do 
at school, ask how much its parents earn. These massive differences in the economic status of families have massive 
consequences for the education of their children. (Hatcher.2007:202-203) there are two main issues in the region. 
Sunni and shi’i  are those affect the education process.(Zaman,2007:243) throughout history  a series of division and 
distinctions have taken place in Islam: the division into two branches (Sunnism and Shi’ism), the emergence of 
different schools of law (madhabib), and the appearance of different brotherhoods within the two principal branches. 
(Daun and Arjmand, 2005:377) 
Since the 1980’s the role of the state in the management and finance of education has been transformed 
remarkably. Policies, infrastructure and ideologies that in the post supported centralization, universalism and top-
down decision making have been replaced to a certain extent by decentralization, localism and bottom-up strategies. 
The main reasons cited for decentralization are the deepening of the demographic process at the local level and an 
improvement in the quality access and efficiency in the delivery of schooling.( Arenas,2005:583) And in the region 
Lebanon is the only Arab country  in which most higher education is private although Palestine and Jordan (with a 
mixed puplic-private structure for tertiary education) and Jordan (where ten of seventeen universities are private) are 
also moving in that direction, and Qatar and the united Arab emirates have begun to experiment with privatization. 
(Christina, Mehran and Mir, 2007:323)
Ethnic and politic conflicts have continued for a century. Causes of them are varies. The antecedents to conflict 
are, by definition, complex and interdependent, but for the purposes of the discussion, it is distinguished three main 
areas in order to pinpoint the role of education. First is economic or class relations. A second antecedent to conflict 
is that of gender relations. As third and equally important area of analysis is that of pluralism or diversity in terms of 
ethnicity religion, tribalism and nationalism.  (Davies, 2005:634-635) 
This study examines schooling and education in Middle East, focusing on their school enrolment rates, gender 
parity in schooling, literacy, out of schooling rates and glancing at their political and financial implications in 
education and affect of the ethnic discriminates and conflicts on the education in the region. in this sturdy we use the 
term middle east countries to refer, Saudi Arabia, united Arab Emirates, Lebanon, Kuwait, Oman, Palestine , Qatar, 
Syria, Iraq, Jordan, Yemen and Israel.  
We saw that chronic problems of education systems in the region still continue and some of them are increasing 
negative. Compared to other regions, whereas this region allocates a greater proportion of total public expenditure to 
education, the main problem is that it isn’t spending properly and effectively. The other critical problem is education 
programs and models. (EFA, 2009:1). Rural population and the poor are not well served. The models in place do not 
meet the human resource needs of the region. The region’s school systems have not kept pace with population 
growth, and demand still outreaches supply. We will discuss the issue under the four main heads. 
2. Demographic properties of the region 
The region itself is notably diverse in terms of income, culture, and status of development and any exploration of 
Middle Eastern education must take this diversity into account. Indeed , although the region as a whole is considered 
to be part of the developing world, it contains some of the world’ wealthiest states, whose per capita income is as 
much as seventy-five times that of the poorest in the region. (Christina, Mehran and Mir, 2007:314).Rural 
population and poor are most important element of education and these factors effect not only participation to school 
but also continue. Yemen, Iraq and Syrian have high rural population in the region and have lower GDP Per capita 
compared to the others. Also Annual population growth rate is high. School enrolments rates and out of school rates 
support these indicators. 
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Table 1. Demographic and economic properties of the region
DATA Total 
Population 
GDP 
Growth 
Rate 
GDP Per Capita 
(PPP) US$ 
Annual Population 
Growth Rate (%) 
Rural Population (%) 
COUNTRY 
Iraq 30,096,252 9.5 3,439 2.5 33 
Jordan 6,135,580 7.9 5,571 2.4 22 
Kuwait 2,919,107 4.4 48363 2.4 2
Lebanon 4,193,759 9.3 11,886 0.7 13 
Occupied Palestinian Territory 4,146,783 NA NA NA NA
Oman 2,785,359 12.8 25,303 2.1 28 
Qatar 1,280,863 12.2 65,205 11.9 4
Saudi Arabia 25,200,516 4.3 23,547 2.3 18 
United Arab Emirates 4,484,932 5.1 58,715 2.7 22 
Yemen 22,917,485 3.6 2,412 2.9 69 
Israel 7,051,380 4.0 27,652 1.8 8
Syrian Arab Republic 21,227,000 5.2 4,590 2.5 46 
NA: Not available 
Source: http://stats.uis.unesco.org/unesco/(2008) 
3. Schooling male and females 
Education in Israel is very important because of security. Gender parity is high also. Schools are founded into 
four groups. In Kuwait education is free. Compulsory education is 8 years. In Qatar education from primary to 
tertiary is free. A lot of American university founded satellite campus in this country. These are Weill Medical 
College, Carnegie Mellon University, Georgetown University, Virginia Commonwealth University, and Texas 
A&M University. In Lebanon education language is Arabic but English and French are optional. In Saudi Arabia 
education is free and normal education begin in 1951. (Civlez, 2010:1) .The median percentage of private total 
enrolment was 76% in 2006, but in Oman and the Palestinian Autonomous Territories virtually all enrolled children 
attended private institutions. Improvements in primary school participation are reflected in a decline of over 2 
million in the number of out-of-school children between 1999 and 2006.  
Table 2. School Enrolment Rates, Male and Female
DATA Pre-
primary. 
Female 
Pre-
primary. 
Male 
Primary. 
Female 
Primary. 
Male 
Secondary 
Female 
Secondary 
Male 
ISCED 5 
and 6. 
Female 
ISCED 
and 6.
Male 
COUNTRY 
Iraq NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA
Jordan 35 38 97 97 90 87 43 39 
Kuwait 76 77 95 96 91 88 NA NA
Lebanon 72 73 100 102 86 77 57 46 
Occupied 
Palestinian 
Territory 
31 32 79 80 93 87 52 42 
Oman 36 31 75 74 87 90 29 25 
Qatar 52 50 108 109 115 79 31 5
Saudi Arabia 10 11 96 100 87 103 36 29 
U. Arab 
Emirates 
NA NA NA NA NA NA 36 17 
Yemen NA NA 76 94 NA NA NA NA
Israel 97 97 111 110 91 89 68 52 
Syrian Arab 
Republic 
9 10 122 127 67 68 
NA: Not available 
Source: http://stats.uis.unesco.org/unesco/(2008) 
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Israel, Kuwait and Lebanon have high enrolment rates in preprimary education versus low rates in Syria and Saud 
Arabia. In primary education Lebanon, Qatar, Syria, Israel and Saudi Arabia have high enrolment rates versus low 
rates in Oman. In secondary education Syria has lower enrolment rates in the region. In tertiary education Israel and 
Palestinian have high enrolment rates.and secondary education. However, in 2006, only three countries had achieved 
gender parity at both education levels: Jordan, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates. (EFA, 2009:7) In Tertiary 
Education most of countries have high gender parity in the favor of girls interestingly 
4. Out of school students and literacy 
In 2006, more than 60% of the primary school-age children not in school in the region were girls, and 53% of 
them have never been enrolled, compared with 39% for boys. Girls’ access to school remains a big issue in Yemen, 
where 72% of those not in school are unlikely to enrol, compared with 39% for boys. On the other hand, almost all 
children who had access to primary education achieved the last grade in, Oman, the Palestinian Autonomous 
Territories and the United Arab Emirates. Yet many children reaching the last grade prove unable to negotiate this 
hurdle. In the region Iraq and Yemen face massive challenges in retaining students through a complete primary 
school cycle and thus urgently need to adopt strategies to expand Access to out-of-school children and improve 
quality standards to retain them once they are enrolled. (EFA, 2009:2) 
Girls education has been shown to be a key factor in successful development effort, and it is a focus fort he 
promotion of gender equity and the reduction of discrimination against woman. An the region adult illiteracy  is also 
a problem, as educational development efforts have tended to focus on educating children in the formal system, and 
adults have received little attention. Although  literacy efforts are increasing in many middle east countries, 
emphasis by national governments  and donor institutions on expanding primary education continues to divert 
funding and attention away from the needs of the illiterate in most cases. (Christina, Mehran and Mir, 2007:325) 
Table 3. Out of School Rates in primary Education and Literacy Rates in General, Male and Female
DATA Out of 
School. 
Female 
Out of 
School. 
Male 
Adult (15+) 
Literacy Rate (%). 
Female 
Adult (15+) 
Literacy Rate 
(%). Male 
Youth (15-24) 
Literacy Rate (%). 
Female 
Youth (15-24) 
Literacy Rate (%). 
Male 
COUNTRY 
Iraq NA NA 69.2 86.0 80.2 84.5 
Jordan 6 7 NA NA NA NA
Kuwait 7 6 NA NA NA NA
Lebanon 11 10 NA NA NA NA
Occupied 
Palestinian 
Territory 
22 23 90.9 97.1 99.0 99.3 
Oman 27 29 80.9 90.0 97.6 97.6 
Qatar NA NA NA NA NA NA
Saudi Arabia 16 15 80.2 89.5 96.2 98.4 
United Arab 
Emirates 
NA NA NA NA NA NA
Yemen 34 20 42.8 78.9 70.0 95.1 
Israel 2 3 NA NA NA NA
Syrian Arab 
Republic 
NA 2 77,2 90,0 92,5 9,6 
NA: Not available 
Source: http://stats.uis.unesco.org/unesco/(2008) 
Being poor are a universal marker for restricted opportunity in education. Yemen, Oman and Palestinian have 
high out of school rates in the region. Israel has very low out of school rates. In Yemen there is important gender 
parity in the out of school rates. Adult literacy characterizes the region.  Yemen had adult literacy rates between 
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55% and 61% in 2006. Iraq has % 80 or above. Jordan, Kuwait, the Palestinian Autonomous Territories, Qatar and 
the United Arab Emirates have  literacy rates of 95% or above in 2008. 
5. Expenditure on education  
In the Region, Public expenditure on education as % of total government expenditure is varies. Jordan %20.6, 
Kuwait %12.9, Lebanon %8.1, Oman  %31.1, Qatar %19.6, Saudi Arabia %19.3, Syria %16.7, United Arab 
Emirates %27.2, Yemen %16, Israel %13.1(Source: http://stats.uis.unesco.org/unesco/2008) have developed various 
approaches aimed at making spending more equitable, such as school grants and Formula funding linked to need. 
However, outcomes have been mixed. Financial decentralization can widen the gaps between rich and poor areas. 
Central governments need to retain a strong role in redistributing financial resources from richer to poorer areas, or 
financing gaps in education are likely to grow How governments allocate resources within the education sector is 
also important. There are huge gaps in spending per primary school student among the countries. (EFA, 2009:13) 
Compared to other regions, whereas this region allocates a greater proportion of total public expenditure to 
education, the main problem is that it isn’t spending properly and effectively. Because education departments which 
are under the control of different ethnic groups, are affected differently. 
6. Conclusion 
Teachers play an important role in improving student learning and reducing disparities. Shortages of trained 
teachers and teachers’ skills are still governance problems in some countries. In Iraq around the school and streets 
are dangers. Students do not want to go to school. And only %30 of students has ability to continue their school life.
Rural population and poor are most important problems of education and these factors effect not only participation 
to school but also continue. Yemen, Iraq and Syrian have these factors highly. In Yemen, where Out of school rate 
in girls is 34%  and in boys 20% in primary. Adult literacy is very low in these countries as well. 
In conclusion, the region and families need peaceful situation in which they could send their pupils to school 
securely. Fund should be allocated effectively. The programs and models should be created appropriately according 
to the culture of the region. Academicians in the universities need to be guarded. Education programs and services 
should be reached by rural areas. By the way, there is a big chance about gender parity and female enrolment in 
tertiary school which is positively -orientated. By using strong elements and eliminating weakness of the region, the 
world standard in the education may be closer.
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